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had Noah chuckling in any other situation. 
Don’t waste too many brain cells, quarterback, 
he would have said. Jason would have blushed 
and scowled at him, and Noah would have 
laughed. 
He didn’t laugh now. Noah hated Jason’s 
perfect hair and black Impala and blushing 
cheeks. He would have liked nothing more than 
to knock his teeth in, to make him feel some 
fraction of the pain he was in, to make Jason un-
derstand that he had utterly ruined him. 
But when Noah looked into his sad blue 
eyes, his anger disappeared as fast as it had 
come. Instead, the lump in the back of his throat 
swelled until he couldn’t swallow anymore, and 
he was the one looking down at his feet. Was 
this how his mother felt when she threw his 
father out of the house? Like she was making a 
mistake?  
Jason didn’t say anything. Neither did 
Noah. The silence rang with finality. 
Noah jumped when his mother’s hand 
gripped his forearm, her short nails digging into 
his skin. He whipped his head around. How 
much had she heard? He couldn’t see her face 
as she pushed past and stood in front of him, 
her arms folded across her chest. Taking a hasty 
step back, Jason opened his mouth to speak, but 
she cut him off. 
“Jason, you need to leave now,” she said. 
Her voice could cut steel. Noah could only 
imagine what her face must look like. “You’ve 
caused my son a great deal of pain and suffer-
ing, and I’m not feeling too neighborly at the 
moment. In fact, if you ever come near my home 
again, I’ll consider it trespassing. Rest assured I 
will call your parents and the police if it comes 
to it. That goes for your friends as well.” 
She turned, shoved Noah back a few steps, 
and slammed the door on Jason’s frozen figure. 
Her face softened as her gaze caught Noah’s. 
The tears had started to spill out from the cor-
ners of his eyes. 
She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Oh, 
Noah,” she whispered.  
There was a strange choking noise coming 
from the back of his throat. He sat down on the 
couch, and his mother embraced him. Noah 
sobbed into her yellow cotton cardigan, taking 
in the familiar scent of cigarette smoke and cof-
fee. 
“You knew?” he asked, when his sobs had 
quieted somewhat. He felt his mother nod into 
his shoulder. 
“Of course I knew,” she said. “You’re my 
boy. I’ve known you since you were born, and 
I’ll know you long after I kick the bucket.” 
Noah laughed, still sniffling. “Nothing to 
do with the rumors around town I’m sure.” 
“That was part of it,” she admitted. “I’ve 
cleaned you up after a fight too often to not 
start asking around. I figured you would tell me 
when you were ready. I guess now is as good of 
a time.” 
“Ma, I’m gay.” 
“I know.”  
Then she laughed a bit too—her warm, 
honey laugh that reminded him of box-baked 
brownies on a Saturday afternoon and sunny 
days in her Volkswagen. 
“I’m so stupid,” he said, staring to sob again. 
She rubbed his back. “No, you’re not. 
You’re just young and in love. That tends to be 
a stupid combination.” 
They sat like that on the couch until his 
tears subsided and he had gathered enough to 
wit to feel embarrassed. Noah sat up and wiped 
at his nose. His eye throbbed painfully, and he 
looked at the clock on the mantelpiece and the 
empty space beside it and thought of the jersey 
under his bed. 
“Ma, we’re going to be late for church,” he 
said, his voice hoarse.  
His mother surprised him by shaking her 
head. 
“The Lord can forgive our absences for one 
day,” she said. Then she reached to her left, pro-
duced a cigarette and a lighter from her purse, 
and lit it in one swift motion. 
“Can I have one?” he asked. 
“Don’t push your luck.”
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